fi n, an occupational health nurse for a department store chain, turned on the radio and heard a news story concerning the relationship between gum disease and cardiovascular disease. Jan isaware that cardiovascular disease (CVD) is a leading cause of death in the United States. Many of the employees where Jan works earn minimum wage, are at risk for CVD, and are unable to afford regular dental care, so Jan resolved to investigate further and provide education on this topic at the next staffmeeting.
ill 2002, approximately 70 million Americans had one or more forms of CVD, and 1 in every 2.6 deaths was associated with CVDs such as hypertension, myocardial infarction, and stroke (American Heart Association, 2(05). Several recent studies have documented an association between periodontitis (gum disease) and CVD. Even when co-morbidity factors (e.g., smoking, diabetes) were controlled, studies indicated an undeniable association between periodontitis and systemic inflammatory markers (e.g., C-reactive protein) associated with CVD (Beck & Offenbacher, 2001 
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lated to causality (i.e., what came first, CVD or the periodontitis?) is inconclusive. Several current ongoing studies are designed to sort out whether periodontitis is a causal factor or a result of conditions that predispose an individual to CVD, so this intriguing question will be answered in the coming years. In the meantime, it is wise to provide education related to causes, symptoms, and preventive measures for periodontitis.
Periodontitis is inflammation and infection of the gums and tissues surrounding the teeth. It can be caused or exacerbated by poor dental hygiene, smoking, hormonal changes in women, diabetes, stress, medications that decrease saliva flow, chronic illnesses such as AIDS and cancer, and genetic susceptibility (National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research, 2005) . Adults predisposed to periodontitis usually begin having symptoms by 30 to 40 years of age.
Symptoms, which are not obvious until the condition is advanced, include chronic bad breath; red, swollen, tender, or bleeding gums; painful chewing; and loose or sensitive teeth. Individuals experiencing any of these symptoms should be evaluated by a dentist. Treatment of periodontal disease is aimed at eliminating infection, repairing damage to teeth and gums, and helping clients initiate good oral care at home. Tips to protect oral health and prevent periodontitis are listed in the Sidebar.
Although a causal association between periodontitis and CVD has not been fully validated, prevention is a wise approach to addressing the possibility that periodontitis may contribute to CVD.
Tips to Protect Oral Health and Prevent Periodontitis
• Floss once a day.
• Eliminate tobacco use.
• Eat awell-balanced diet.
• Brush teeth twice daily with fluoride toothpaste.
• Visit the dentist routinely forcheckups and professional cleanings.
From National Institute of Dental enc
Craniofacial Research (2005) .
